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Introduction

	Susan Van Kirk

	Con artists getting their comeuppance, liars, psychics, online dating liars, identity thieves, grifters, and frauds. These dark crimes and shadowy people inhabit The Seventh Guppy Anthology. This collection of stories is written by Guppies, more formally called members of the Guppy Chapter of Sisters in Crime.

	 

	“Truth Be Told,” “Americanization of Jack Mackenzie,” “Manual for Success,” “Trailblazer,” “Capone’s Chair,” and “Just Another Shot in the Dark” are a few examples of the stories. These titles reflect a multitude of mystery subgenres including cozy, hard-boiled, humorous, dramatic, historical, contemporary, and suspense. All are variations of the fish who takes the bait—hook, line, and sinker.

	 

	Why Guppies? The Guppy Chapter of Sisters in Crime (SinC) is a 1,100+ organization of mystery writers, from beginners to published authors. The chapter began as a group of writers who wanted to share ideas and support each other. Today, the chapter has grown significantly, but the mission remains the same: “to create an environment in which members can share information, knowledge, opinions, motivation and inspiration without fear of ridicule or rejection.” While SinC has many land-based chapters, the Guppy Chapter is wholly online with classes, manuscript swaps, critique groups, a listserv, and a sensational newsletter. The Guppy anthology, published every other year, is an opportunity for Guppies of all writing experiences to see their words in print.

	 

	I’d like to recognize the people who brought this project to fruition. Emily P. W. Murphy edited the anthology. Carol L. Wright and Debra H. Goldstein coordinated the project. The judges who chose the stories were non-Guppies from the writing world who are experienced in short story and mystery writing.

	 

	We’d like to thank you for taking an interest in reading our stories. You’ve fallen for our bait—hook, line, and sinker.

	 

	Susan Van Kirk

	President of the Guppy Chapter


Truth Be Told

	C. N. Buchholz

	 I predicted everything would go to hell once Kennie the Con weaseled her way into my psychic business, Truth Be Told, but I didn’t foresee danger and demise. Not even halfway through my Over Sixty Séance Special, she had my longstanding customers—the Loon State Ladies of Today—scared out of their red babushkas and ready to cane it back to their senior center bus, where I was willing to bet their driver, Sid Shapiro, was asleep behind the wheel.

	Kennie had switched my meditation music to a cranked-up selection of Gregorian chants. “Oh,” she moaned and groaned into the microphone, adding to the holy horror. The chandelier lights blinked off—ahead of my schedule—and her evil laughter permeated the room. The ladies gasped. I gritted my teeth.

	My mind drifted back to our childhood. I knew Kennie like the freckles on my face—the ones that let our parents tell us apart. Growing up on Minneapolis’ North Side, we were known as the Kleinbaum twins: Kendra and Kandice. Our classmates dubbed Kendra “Kennie the Con.” Every morning, she’d stop at the drugstore and power shop for candy while I waited outside and shuffled my feet, hoping she wasn’t shoplifting. Again. Because believe me, the last thing you want is for a girl with your face to get photographed stealing. Again.

	At school, she operated her sugar business out of her locker, marking up the loot for twice the price and schmoozing the kids out of their dollars.

	Being the good twin, I tried to stay out of Kennie’s schemes, despite her offer of a sweet piece of the proceeds. I knew her unsavory business methods would only lead to trouble—the kind that resulted in several visits to the principal’s office, Mother’s sharp voice, and Dad’s belt. I didn’t want any part of those goodies.

	In high school, Kennie ventured into beer and cigarette sales, and dealings with her new best friend, Mary Jane. “Only a dope smokes dope,” Dad often grumbled. I didn’t care for Mary Jane, either. After our graduation, when a robbery and car theft landed Kennie in a luxury room with steel bars at Hennepin County’s finest, Mother began referring to me as her only daughter.

	Sprung five years later, Kennie stood on my doorstep, estranged from our parents. “Got room to spare? I promise I won’t cause a problem.”

	Right. I caved and motioned her inside my duplex. She dumped her meager belongings on the couch and fast-talked her way into working behind the scenes as my psychic associate. “It’ll keep that damn parole officer off my ass.”

	I walked her through the dining-room-turned-psychic-room with its vintage bohemian-themed furnishings and pointed out the peephole, hidden camera, chandelier lights set on a timer, and ceiling grate with a fan—operated with a handy-dandy clicker—placed behind it. With a bored expression, Kennie pulled out a switchblade, opening and closing it several times.

	I blanched at the sight of the knife but kept my cool. “Must you?”

	She sighed and pocketed the weapon.

	“Check this out.” I directed her attention to the séance table. A college engineer gal pal had rigged a lift to the base to make the tabletop rise and fall—even shake—and had wired the foot pedal control beneath the table skirt. “One push forward or backward announces a spirit’s arrival.”

	Kennie smirked. “Who’s the con, now?”

	I stiffened. “My customers believe in a spiritual world. I don’t force that upon them. They want to see their loved ones, and my job is to make that happen.”

	“Sounds effed up. Like the legal system.”

	“Hmph. I wouldn’t know.” I turned and motioned her to follow.

	In the hallway, I opened a closet door and waved her inside. The small space shared a common wall with the psychic room. I had set up a laptop computer to play soothing music and voice recordings through surround-sound speakers in the other room. A projector lens peered through the peephole to cast ghostly images on cue.

	Kennie spun in the chair. “Is this where I get to be the Great and Powerful Oz?”

	“Powerful, yes. Great, not so much.” I explained that I could operate most of the controls at the table, but it would help to have a hand with the lights and recordings. “With you manually working some of these controls, every séance can be spot on and more ethereal than ever.”

	“Ether . . . what? Is that even a word?”

	I stared at her long and hard. “Just promise that you’ll follow my directions and do exactly what I say. No more. No less.”

	“Kandy baby, you can trust me.” She patted the switchblade in her pocket. “I got your back.”

	Yeah. That’s what I was afraid of

	I shifted my mind back to the four Loon State Ladies seated in darkness around my table.

	What are you doing? I wanted to scream as the lights flickered again. Follow the script! It was just like Kennie not to wait for my cues but instead devise her own agenda.

	“That . . . that never happened before,” Alma Abrams squeaked in the dark. Her voice was high and cute, like Betty Boop. Not at all what you’d expect from an old Jewish lady in her late 80s.

	I struck a match and lit the candelabra in the center of the table. Across from me, Alma clutched her arthritic hands against her chest. The ladies leaned in closer to the flames.

	“Maybe that was your meshugge mother-in-law,” Margo Machkowsky rasped, her smoker’s voice wrapped in a thick Yiddish accent. “She’s coming back to haunt you.” Margo’s voice was exactly what you’d expect from an old Jewish lady in her 80s. I often thought Margo and Alma could start a podcast based on their voices alone.

	“Shah!” Alma said. “She might be listening.”

	Bevie Berkovitz, who was hunched over in a wheelchair, snorted. “Her crazy mother-in-law and mine. God help us both.”

	Margo laughed, following up with a bout of dry hacking coughs. Alma giggled.

	“Ladies, let’s concentrate.” I pointed to three objects that lay next to the candelabra: a black-and-white photo of a young bride, a pearl necklace, and a bottle of Shalimar perfume. Frannie Friedemann, the smallest and most frail of the Loon State Ladies, had supplied them before the session in the hope that we could contact her mother, the bride in the photograph. Frannie made a sucking noise through her false teeth and stared at her mother’s photo.

	The women knew the spiel. Before a séance or reading, clients gave me personal items that belonged to their dearly departed. “I have to prepare the room’s aura,” I had told them. “It’ll help open a door from our world to the Otherworld.” During the séance, we held hands and focused on the items, conjuring up the spirit of the day.

	What they didn’t know was that I scanned the photos and downloaded them, blurring images and faces to later display with my projector. I soaked perfumes onto cardboard swatches and taped them behind the ceiling grate, so the hidden fan would blow the fragrances into the room. The vocals—soft, gloomy, distorted voices claiming to be loved ones—were pre-recorded by yours truly.

	“Francine?” Kennie’s voice whispered from the speakers, stretching out the two syllables. “Francine?”

	Frannie sat rigidly. Her jaw dropped open, and I worried her dentures might fall out. She grabbed my hand and reached for Alma on her other side.

	I cleared my throat. “Everyone, please focus. Don’t break our meditation circle. Let’s all hold hands.”

	The lights blinked on and off again, leaving only the candles aglow. Bevie elbowed Margo’s side. “I’m glad I wore my padded panties.” She laughed with such force that her wheelchair shook.

	Margo nodded. “Me too.”

	“Francine,” Kennie repeated. “Help me.” A slight cool breeze drifted around the room, carrying with it the mixed scents of bergamot, iris, and vanilla.

	“Mother!” Frannie cried. “That’s the smell of my mother’s perfume. Shalimar—her favorite.”

	“Feh!” Bevie chirped, pinching her nostrils. “She was what? A lady of the night?”

	A stronger gust of wind blew across the room and snuffed the candles’ flames. We sat in complete darkness. Frannie’s tiny hand trembled in mine. “Oy vey. If the rabbi only knew—”

	“Table up,” I began to chant. The others sang along. With my foot, I pressed the floor pedal. I felt the table begin to shake and slowly rise. The hidden projector switched on, bathing us in eerie light.

	“Look!” Alma squeaked. A blurry image of a woman floated near the ceiling. “That has to be your mother, Frannie. She’s wearing a bridal gown.”

	Bevie sighed and rocked in her wheelchair. “To be young again. We should be so lucky.”

	The image disappeared, and we sat in darkness once more. I felt a slight brush on my arm and, a few moments later, the chandelier lights flickered back on.

	“Oy gevalt!” Margo pointed at the table. “Frannie! Your mother’s necklace!”

	“It’s gone!” Frannie sobbed, her teeth threatening to escape.

	My eyes shifted toward the adjoining wall and back to the women. “Check your pockets. I’ll be right back.”

	I burst into the closet and grabbed Kennie by the shoulders. “Did you take the necklace?”

	Kennie smiled. “Hell, yeah.”

	I shook my head. “What’s wrong with you? You’re screwing up my show. These women might never come back.”

	Kennie’s eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong with you? Apparently, you need the Great Oz to spruce up your dead-people routine with a little excitement.” She pulled the necklace out of her pocket. “They ain’t ruby red slippers, but these pearls can get us some good cha-ching at the pawn shop.”

	I grabbed the necklace and shook it in her face. “Stealing is not what I do. Now, I’m going back in there and—”

	She lunged out of the chair and pinned me against the wall, her face an inch from mine. “You’re wrong, Kandy baby. It’s what we’re gonna do. One thing I learned in the big house—you’re either with me or you’re not.”

	“Get your hands off me,” I hissed.

	“Or what? You gonna call the babushka police in here for help?” She looked over at the computer screen displaying the view from the hidden camera. The screen showed Alma patting Frannie’s bony shoulder, Bevie wheeling around, pointing left and right at the carpeted floor, and Margo crawling on all fours. Kennie laughed and loosened her grip. She stepped back and turned up the computer’s volume. “I gotta hear this.”

	“Stop already!” I shoved her hand away from the keyboard. “I want you out of my house. Now.”

	For a moment, Kennie stared at me, her right eyelid twitching. “You always thought you were better than me,” she said. She cocked her hand back and swung her fist. The blow landed with force, breaking my nose with one loud crunch. I dropped the necklace on the floor and covered my face. Blood dripped from my nose onto my hands, and I struggled to breathe.

	“Please,” I whimpered, my eyes watering. “Just leave.”

	Her next blow was to my temple, another to my jaw, and then one to my eye. I fell back into the chair.

	Kennie breathed hard. “You’re lucky I didn’t use my knife. And that’s only because you’re family.”

	She ducked out of the closet, and I tried to get my bearings. My head pounded, my nose was a wet mess of throbbing pain, and my eye was swelling shut. Dazed and disoriented, I stared at the computer screen, trying to make sense of the images and voices in the other room. I leaned forward and saw Kennie standing in the psychic room.

	“Did you find the necklace?” Alma asked her as she comforted Frannie.

	“My God,” Margo cried as she struggled to her feet, one hand on the table, the other gripping her cane. “What happened to you? There’s blood on your clothes and you look—” She started to cough.

	“Never mind how I look.” Kennie pulled out her switchblade and waved it around. “Put your purses on the table. And hurry!”

	“What?” Bevie about fell out of her chair. “Are my eyes and ears—”

	“Move your asses!” Kennie snarled.

	Brows furrowed. The women dumped their heavy purses onto the table.

	Frannie adjusted the dentures in her mouth and waggled a crooked finger at Kennie. “You sure have a lot of chutzpah stealing from helpless, old women.”

	“I tell you,” Margo wheezed, still clutching her purse, “she’s gone crazy, this one. It’s a shande.”

	Kennie snatched the purse away. “The only crazy ones here are the lot of you.” She began to dig through each purse, shoving cash and credit cards into her pockets. “Spending your money on contacting the dead. Hah! Should’ve called yourselves the Looney Ladies.” She jerked her chin at Margo. “Now sit your tuchus down before you fall down.”

	“Yes, Margo,” Alma squeaked, her voice trembling. “Sit your tuchus down.”

	Margo remained standing. “And here we thought you were such a nice lady.” She slapped her palm on the table. “All this time coming here. Now you want to rob us, you goniff? That’s fakakta!”

	Kennie shrugged. “Think of it as a nice big tip for my expert soul-searching skills.”

	“Skills-schmills.” Margo turned and yanked open the blackout drapes covering the window to the parking lot. Sunlight spilled into the room. She banged her cane against the windowpane. “Help! Help!”

	The others joined in. “Help!”

	Kennie dropped the purse she was holding. “Knock that shit off! All of you!” She reached over, grabbed the cane from Margo, and jabbed the end into her stomach.

	“Oof,” Margo cried, collapsing into a chair and gasping for air.

	Kennie threw the cane out of the room. It rattled on the wooden floor in the hallway. “Next time, it’ll be my knife.”

	“That’s enough!” I shouted at the computer screen, adrenaline recharging my brain. I snatched the necklace and pulled myself out of the chair. With blood still dripping from my nose, I stumbled into the hallway and grabbed Margo’s cane from the floor. I entered the psychic room, cane held high in one hand and the necklace in the other. “I’m calling the police! First you steal this woman’s pearls and then you threaten our lives!”

	The women looked back and forth between Kennie and me. Bevie rolled her wheelchair back against the wall and began rummaging under her seat.

	Kennie laughed. “The good twin and the bad twin, eh? We make a good act.”

	I shook the cane at her. “I’m through with your games. Give them back their purses before—”

	“No can do, sister.” Kennie thrust the knife at me, aiming for my heart.

	I twisted out of the way, and a deafening shot rang out. The acrid smell of gunpowder filled the room. Kennie—wide-eyed—stared at Bevie, who was sitting straight up in her wheelchair, gripping a revolver with both hands.

	Alma rocked back and forth. “Oh, my, oh, my, oh, my.”

	Kennie dropped the knife and clutched at the red stain on her shirt. She staggered backward and pressed two bloody palm prints on the wall. “I can’t believe . . .” Her eyes fluttered closed and she collapsed.

	The front door slammed and Sid’s shoes pounded across the wooden floor. He leaned against the doorframe, out-of-breath and holding his side. “What happened? I heard yelling and then . . .” He glanced down at Kennie and the knife on the floor, did a double take at my bloody swollen face, and then noticed the gun in Bevie’s hands. “Uh, oh. What did I miss?”

	Bevie lowered the revolver and spun the cylinder, counting the remaining bullets.

	Margo smiled. “A little mishegoss, but nothing we ladies couldn’t handle.”

	Bevie nodded. “Truth be told, I’ve been schlepping this fancy-schmancy thing around for years. Finally got some good use out of it.” She shoved the gun back under her seat and adjusted her red babushka.


Senior Discount

	Lida Bushloper

	 Margaret carried her meager sack of groceries to her car. She had originally planned on a major shopping expedition, but the money situation worried her. As a result of her nagging anxiety, she had scaled back her purchases, settling on just enough to get them by for a few more days: bananas, milk, and chicken salad from the deli. Instead of paying cash, she had used her debit card. She knew her partner, Scott, would understand.

	Now, not wanting to push the shopping cart with its inevitable wonky wheel out to her car, she was glad for the manageable weight of the bag. At her age, she was grateful for any lightening of life’s loads.

	Margaret had trained herself to be always aware of her surroundings, but this time, preoccupied with her vague sense of unease, she didn’t notice the car parked next to hers. As she unlocked her car door, she was startled by the sudden appearance of a man by her side.

	“Here, let me help you with that,” he said, reaching for her groceries.

	Margaret didn’t need help. In fact, she bristled at any hint that her age was showing. Plus, he was standing too close to her. But on further inspection, the man, good-looking in a vaguely middle-aged way, was so charming and had such a kind smile that for once she didn’t mind. He shifted her grocery sack onto the passenger seat, then swung the door wide to make room for her before handing her in. She was about to thank him as he swung the car door closed, but then something went wrong. Instead of closing with a solid chunk, there was a metallic “clank” and the door bounced back on its hinges. Her door wouldn’t close. She pulled her seatbelt away from the door and buckled herself in. The man tried again to close the door, only to produce that same loud “clank.” Margaret was confused, then puzzled. The car was old, but well maintained. The man’s brow furrowed.

	“Something seems to be wrong with your car.”

	Now Margaret was really confused. “There shouldn’t be anything wrong with it. I just drove it here, and it ran just fine.”

	Margaret was starting to worry. She had left her cell phone at home. How could she call for help? Plus, she knew she had parked out of range of the security cameras attached to the supermarket building. Trying not to be too obvious, she studied the man. Margaret’s instincts had been honed during many years of people watching. She was rarely wrong about her conclusions. And while there was no one nearby, it was still broad daylight in a public place. Besides, there was no question that she needed some kind of help.

	The man scratched his head. “Why don’t you step out for a minute and let me take a look? Maybe I can figure out what’s wrong.” Margaret unbuckled her seatbelt and did as he asked. She watched as he burrowed under the dashboard. A few seconds later, he sat up, hauled himself back out of the car, and stood facing her.

	“I think I know what your problem is. I’m actually a mechanic, and I specialize in this make of car. In fact, I even drive the same car myself. See?” He gestured to the car parked next to Margaret’s. Margaret peered over his shoulder. Sure enough, his car was the same brand as hers, just many years younger. When she looked back at him, he held out his palm. “See this chip? This is from under your dashboard. It controls some of your car’s workings.” Margaret peered at the tiny square of black plastic embossed with her car’s logo. She had never seen anything like it.

	“See how frayed the edges are?” He indicated one side. “See all those scratches? That needs to be replaced right away. In fact, you’re lucky you got here without breaking down on the road. In this condition, your car’s not safe to drive.” The man reached into his pocket and produced an almost identical object. “Look, I just happened to have a brand new one with me. This is what it’s supposed to look like. Not all worn like yours is.” The second piece of black plastic he showed her also had her car’s logo stamped on it, but appeared shiny and new. Margaret’s face fell. “Well, mine certainly looks messed up. But what do I do now?”

	“Well, you could have the car towed to the dealership for repairs.”

	“But it’s Sunday. The repair department won’t be open.”

	The man shrugged helplessly. As the silence lengthened, their mutual discomfort increased.

	Finally, he sighed. “Look, I could get into a lot of trouble for this. But since I happened to have this brand-new chip with me, I could replace it for you right now. You’d only have to pay for the part. And you’d save the cost of the labor charge at the dealership.”

	Margaret’s eyes widened. “You can do that? I mean, right here in the parking lot?”

	The man hesitated. “I could . . . but like I said, I’d get fired if anybody found out about it.”

	“I’ll never tell a soul, I promise. But how much would I owe you for the part?”

	“I hate to tell you this. It’s expensive. $80.00. And that’s with your senior discount.”

	Margaret’s face lit up. “Well, that’s no problem.” She took out her wallet, stuffed with bills, and showed it to him. “I have money. I can certainly pay you. And gladly since you’ve been so kind.”

	Still, the man hesitated. “Oh, I don’t know . . .”

	Margaret knew it was her turn to be the convincing one, and she was up to the task. She also was not without her charms. “Oh, come on. You seem like such a nice man. Heck, I’d rather give the money to you. This way, you won’t have to share it with your bosses at the dealership. And you wouldn’t leave a lady stranded, would you?”

	The man gave a little chuckle. “Well, I guess you’re right. I can’t leave a lady in distress.” He paused, then said, “You might want to stand back a little. Don’t want to get those nice clothes dirty.”

	Margaret was tempted to roll her eyes, but she kept her face neutral. He was laying it on a little thick. Her clothes were anything but nice. She always dressed down when shopping. But she went along with his gallantry and took a step back. From this angle, she couldn’t observe what he was doing under her dashboard. Still, she wasn’t concerned. She was sure everything was under control. Scott would be able to figure out whatever jiggery-pokery sleight of hand the fellow had used to disable her car door.

	After a few minutes, the man emerged from under the dashboard, ostentatiously wiping grease from his hands with a shop rag.

	He opened and closed her car door several times. It now worked smoothly.

	Margaret carefully counted out four twenty-dollar bills from her bulging wallet. As she pressed them into his hand, she quelled her slight temptation to give him a hug. As nice as he seemed, they had spent quite enough time together. No need to draw any more attention to their interaction, just on the unlikely chance that any of the other shoppers had noticed them. She contented herself with an expression of warm gratitude.

	“Thank you. Thank you for saving a lady in distress.”

	When Margaret got home, Scott was waiting anxiously for her. “I was getting a little worried when you took so long. How did it go?”

	“I didn’t do it. Something felt hinky. It didn’t feel safe. You know what I mean?”

	“Totally. You did the right thing, trusting your instincts. No need to take a chance if you think it’s risky. Better to walk away if you have a bad feeling about the situation.”

	“But I think I may have ended up doing us a favor.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Then she told him about her encounter in the parking lot. Scott smiled.

	“You old devil. And don’t worry about the $80.00. There’s plenty more where that came from, right?” They practically split their sides, laughing.

	A few days later, the TV news confirmed Margaret’s suspicions. A teaser during the evening’s newscast flashed onto the TV.

	“Local man caught trying to pass counterfeit $20.00 bills. His story—that an elderly lady in a parking lot gave him the money—seemed improbable to law enforcement. More details on this breaking story later in the broadcast.”

	Margaret was outraged. “Elderly, my left cheek. I’ve got a ways to go before I’m ‘elderly.’ ” Scott smirked at her. “Serves him right for trying to scam an ‘old lady.’ ” Margaret hit him playfully with the throw pillow. “Who’re you calling ‘old?’ You’re no spring chicken.” She paused, then said, “Hey, I just thought of something.”

	“What?” Scott asked, muting the TV.

	“That guy did us two favors, not just one.”

	“How ya figure?”

	“Well, not only did he draw attention away from anyone who might be looking at us, but he accidentally provided us with some quality control.”

	“Explain,” Scott said.

	“If he couldn’t pass those bills, there must be some reason. Maybe we missed something. Maybe we’re losing our touch. We should take another look at those plates.”

	Scott looked at her with admiration. “You always were the smart one. Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go make us some money. Or maybe some whoopee.”

	She hit him with the pillow again. “Later, you lecher. Right now, we’ve got work to do.”

	
	The Americanization of Jack Mackenzie

	Susan Daly

	 I angled my beat-up Tacoma into the Town Hall parking lot. And braked hard.

	Borden Kennedy had done it again. His oversized Buick sat smugly in my allotted space, which was clearly marked “Mayor.” With barely a sigh, I reversed into a spot in the far corner.

	Walking toward the Town Hall, coffee in hand, I paused as always to admire the statue of Jack Mackenzie: local hero, war artist, and Canada’s most famous landscape painter. The memorial depicted him in rugged outdoor clothes, standing with a palette in one hand and brush in the other, addressing a bronze canvas attached to a real rock.

	This August morning, Jack wore a sparkly pink bow around his manly bronze neck.

	Loretta Beamish, the town clerk, stood there scowling. “Disgusting,” she informed me.

	So what if Jack was celebrating Pride Week? With the changing seasons, he sported knitted scarves to keep him warm, or a variety of hats to ward off sunstroke. All through the pandemic, he’d been protected with a series of colorful masks, courtesy of local quilters.

	Jack was well-loved in the town, and these expressions of concern and celebration did no harm. Certainly Alison Bellamy, Jack’s sculptor, didn’t mind.

	“Good morning, Loretta. Borden’s parked in my spot again.” Parking was her jurisdiction.

	“I’m sure there’s no need to get in a snit, Julie—I mean, ‘Your Worship.’ He just forgets. After all, he was mayor for twelve years.”

	“And he’s been ex-mayor since December.” But there was little point in arguing with Loretta. She turned and entered the elegant old building.

	I’ve always loved the well-preserved Town Hall. Having somehow evaded the swing of the developers’ wrecking ball in the 1960s, it’s now the pride of November Falls.

	I sat down on the bench facing the statue to finish my coffee.

	“Hey, Julie!” Damn. The booming voice of my nemesis. I turned to see the big, blonde, balding former mayor coming toward me.

	“Good morning, Borden. What’s up?”

	He sat down and brandished the book he was carrying. Borden? With a book? “Have you read this?”

	The Winds of November.

	“Yes.” Everyone in November Falls had read it. In fact, just about everyone in Canada. It’s been a perennial classic since 1951.

	“You have? Did you know it’s about Jack Mackenzie? And November Falls?”

	“Yes.” Really? Even someone whose reading tastes begin and end with golfing bibles must have heard of it. “Did you like it?”

	“Well, it’s a bit soppy, but here’s the big thing. In a word: Hollywood North.”

	Due to advantageous tax offers, the strength of the US dollar over our own currency, and legions of talented film professionals, Canada has been Hollywood North (actually two words) for decades. Jobs and hospitality flourish, with every corner of Canada masquerading as America: from New York and LA to small towns where jaded city women discover the True Meaning of Christmas.

	“Someone wants to make a movie of it?” So far, November Falls had avoided the dual-pronged attention of location scouts.

	“Exactly! Some lady director. She makes romances, chick flicks. Swallow . . . Templeton?”

	“Skylark Temple?” Okay, now he had my attention. She’d received an Oscar nomination last year for her latest project, Island of Blue-Eyed Girls. She hadn’t won, of course, Hollywood still being mired in Old World Masculinity.

	“Yeah, her. You and I are meeting her for lunch at the Laughing Loon.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	 Though The Winds of November is a Canadian classic, it was written by an American, Mary Louise Lambert.

	In the late summer of 1932, she came to Ontario to visit friends in November Falls. Here, she met Jack, the enigmatic up-and-coming painter, and they fell in love. Or so the story goes. Her story. She was 18 to his 27, and how involved they’d really been is anybody’s guess.

	The book describes deep mutual passion and highly romantic episodes. September, canoeing on the still, northern lakes. October, with long walks in the glorious fall color. Making love by the fire in the late autumn chill.

	Then came the cold winds of November. Her parents insisted she return home to Sacramento. Heartbroken, she left her love behind.

	The following year, she married a dentist.

	Mary Louise always kept a secret place in her heart for “the man who taught her the meaning of love.” She followed Jack’s career from a distance: his growing fame as an artist, his part in the Spanish Civil War. When she learned of his tragic death in 1939, something broke inside her.

	In 1951, after her husband died, she dipped into her past and wrote a heart-rending memoir based on that significant time in her life. With embellishments.

	The Winds of November couldn’t find an American publisher. They had no interest in non-American stories just then. So, she tried a Canadian publisher, who snapped it up.

	It hit the public at just the right moment and became a bestseller. For years it was on reading lists and publishers’ reissues of Canadian classics, and it continued to sell moderately well for the rest of the twentieth century.

	 

	* * *

	 

	 I had to admit, Borden had worked fast. He’d met Skylark two days ago, when she’d arrived in town and mistaken him for mayor based on where he’d parked.

	At 12:30, the three of us sat with beer and burgers at the Laughing Loon. I was intrigued to meet the promising young director.

	“First off, let me just say, I love The Winds of November.” Skylark held up her own copy, a hardcover with a worn dust jacket. “I found it in a charity shop in Vancouver for a quarter.”

	She explained that after her success with Island of Blue-Eyed Girls, she’d been given carte blanche by a big studio to cover her next project—something equally romantic.

	“It’s a story for our time, a story the world needs right now.”

	“But doesn’t he die in the end?” Borden sounded unsure.

	“Yes! And that’s what makes the story so uniquely poignant. Not just his death, but his life leading up to the inevitable tragedy. And it’s all true.”

	I nodded. “Parts of it, yes.”

	“It’s such an essential story. They meet, they love, they part. In 1937, Jack goes off to fight with Franco in the Spanish Civil War to help topple the oppressive Fascist regime.” Her eyes were shining, no doubt seeing it all. “He becomes an unofficial war artist, depicting the suffering of the Spanish people—”

	“But Skylark—”

	“When the war is over, he returns home, bitter and broken.”

	“Um, actually, the Fascists fought under Franco. They overthrew the elected Republican government. Jack was fighting against Franco with the International Brigade—”

	Borden kicked me under the table and Skylark looked confused, then picked up the thread. “He’s losing his sight due to a wound he suffered in Spain. Before he goes completely blind, he paints one last picture—Mary Louise as he once knew her. Then, when his sight is nearly gone, he disappears into the wilderness he loves and is never seen again.”

	I didn’t correct her this time. Another of Mary Louise’s flights of fancy was that all the women in Jack’s paintings were really variations of his lost love. A complete fabrication. Except for the broken, betrayed people in Spain, Jack had never painted human figures.

	But yes, he was going blind. In late fall 1939, he went canoeing in nearby Algonquin Park with two friends. Their third day out, they’d made camp and settled in for the night as usual. In the morning, Jack was gone. He’d left a note for his friends. I’m sorry. It’s better this way.

	His remains were discovered the following spring on the rocky cliff overlooking Harriet Lake, one of his favorite painting locations.

	 

	* * *

	 

	 Skylark decided November Falls was the perfect setting. While offering modern attractions and comforts, the town still held the charm of its late-Victorian and early twentieth century roots. It had everything: restored buildings along the banks of the November River, old houses on winding streets sloping up from the water, and a backdrop of evergreens with endless hills beyond.

	She’d taken one look at Jack’s statue in front of the Town Hall and discovered the focal point of the film.

	Borden was her number one cheerleader. Since the town had no process in place for granting film permits, it would have to be passed in council. I told him to put a proposal together and present it for consideration.

	Borden did his homework, put together a case, and presented it to council. There were six members of the town council and each had opinions to offer. The one opponent to Borden’s plan was Eric Klein, my old history teacher.

	“We don’t need movie production people taking over the town,” Eric said. “Parking their giant polluting trucks and equipment everywhere, blocking the shops and businesses, harassing the tourists—”

	“It will mean jobs,” Borden interrupted.

	“Sure, for film production crews from Toronto, and actors from the States.”

	“They’ll be staying in our accommodations, buying meals, spending money. It will put November Falls on the map.”

	“We’re already on the map. We’re tourist central for Muskoka.”

	This was true. November Falls offered three-season getaways, including skiing, ice-fishing and snowmobiling, plus every imaginable summer pastime on and off the water. With color tours and hunting in the fall, that left black-fly season in spring as the only dead period.

	Add to that, we had a thriving arts community of writers, painters, and musicians, along with several art galleries, museums, and festivals.

	And Jack Mackenzie. Neither the town nor Jack needed more publicity to put us on the map.

	Nonetheless, it seemed an attractive proposition, even after Eric reminded us of the Deerwood disaster a few years back. A US production company, filming some spy story, had burned down that town’s landmark historic hotel.

	The motion was made, seconded and passed in council, 5-1. Borden was appointed the official Film Liaison Officer.

	November Falls joined the ranks of Hollywood North.

	 

	* * *

	 

	 In late September—the start of fall color season—the movie people arrived. They filled the hotels, B&Bs, and bars—space that might be said to belong to legitimate tourists. They were all over the streets, bringing a new kind of excitement—the anticipation of star sightings and freely flowing money.

	The first intimation of trouble came the morning before filming began. My friend Alison, Jack’s creator, called me as I was driving into town.

	“Meet me at the Algonquin Hotel.”

	Had they burned it down already?

	When I first parked in front of the elegant old hotel, located on the river near the edge of town, I didn’t notice anything. Alison walked up to my truck and pointed to the sign on the front.

	Craigdarroch Hotel, est’d 1901

	“Okay, so they’ve given the hotel a different name.” I wasn’t concerned.

	Alison shook her head. “Craigdarroch is a town in Washington State.”

	I was trying to connect the dots when my phone rang. Ron, the chief of police.

	“Anyone know why the signs on County Road 3 have been changed to say Washington State Highway 5?” he demanded.

	Another incoming call. Eric.

	“I’ll get back to you, Ron.” Click. “Hi, Eric.”

	“Your Worship.” His voice dripped with foreboding. “Is there some reason why there’s an American flag flying in front of Town Hall? Did Canada get annexed overnight, and no one thought to tell us?”

	Oh shit.

	It was the old, old story. Canada playing the never-ending role of Somewhere in America.

	Worse, that discomforting tradition of taking a Canadian story and shipping it south.

	“Blue-Eye Girls.” I muttered, ending the call.

	Alison looked at me.

	“Skylark’s version of a charming Scottish story. She lifted it wholesale from nineteenth century Orkney and relocated it to the North Carolina Outer Banks in the 1950s. I should have guessed she’d do something cute like that with The Winds of November.”

	I drove down River Street (probably now State Street) toward the Town Hall. Sure enough, the US flag flapped on the pole directly behind Jack’s statue. I caught sight of Skylark and Borden, deep in conversation with Eric, who seemed on the verge of a stroke.

	They all looked up when I joined them.

	“Oh, Your Honor,” Skylark greeted me, tugging her apricot silk jacket tighter around her as though it were mid-December. “The very person I need to see.”

	“We all do.” Eric sounded more than usually curmudgeonly. Borden plunged into some mansplaining, but I cut him off.

	“What’s going on?” I demanded. “Craigdarroch? Washington State Highway? That?” I pointed to the flag. “What world are you setting this movie in?”

	Skylark ignored the question. “We were just wondering how to get this sign put up over the City Hall doorway. Councilor Klein here doesn’t seem very happy about it.”

	A sign stood propped up against the bench. Craigdarroch Town Hall.

	“I’m not. Julie, I hope you’ll remember I was against this from the start.”

	I assured him I did.

	“Okay, Ms. Temple, let me guess. Somehow, you decided the concept of a Canadian artist wouldn’t cut it with your American audiences.” I levelled a look at Borden, who had the grace to look uneasy. Skylark showed no remorse.

	“Oh, Julie, I want audiences to love it. To embrace it as their own. Can’t you see why it has to be an American story?”

	“No.” I turned to our Film Liaison Officer. “What did you know about this, Borden?”

	“Now just calm down, Julie. Skylark and I have been talking about it, and it all makes sense. It is, after all, a book written by an American. About an American woman.”

	Eric jumped in. “And a Canadian artist. A man renowned for his Canadian landscapes—the Prairies, the Rockies, the Arctic. Here in Ontario.” He waved his arms to represent the vast scope of Jack’s work. “How are you going to rework that?”

	“We’re making him a West Coast artist.” Her eyes lit up. “But that’s a great idea, Councilor. Our hero can travel all over America, including Alaska and the Rockies. And of course, the forests of the Pacific Northwest. Jack’s paintings will be perfect.”

	“Don’t even think about it.” Eric was looking strokey again.

	Skylark ignored his ominous tone as she grabbed Borden’s arm in excitement. “Wait . . . Borden? That stunning painting hanging in the Town Hall? What did you call it?”

	“Winter’s Approach on Harriet Lake. It’s Jack’s most famous, most iconic landscape.”

	It is all that. A sweeping landscape from a high point overlooking the lake. You can just feel the wind blowing in from the west, whipping up the surface of the water below and the iron-gray clouds above. You know it’s about to snow.

	The place where Jack had gone to die.

	There are copies everywhere—public schools, libraries, plus the inevitable posters, mugs, and t-shirts.

	“Jack’s masterpiece?” Skylar looked ecstatic. “Excellent! We’ll use it in our promo material.”

	“Not so fast,” I said. “That painting belongs to the town, and we control the reproduction rights.” It’s always been a nice source of income, especially gratifying since in 1934, the town council had grumbled about spending $350 on a local artist, no matter how up-and-coming he was.

	Skylark looked unperturbed. Borden, on the other hand, seemed uneasy.

	“Uh, actually, Julie . . .”

	In far too many words, he explained that as Film Liaison Officer, he had the authority to sign all agreements with the film company, including those involving town property use and public images. And he had done so.

	I took a few calming breaths. They didn’t help.

	“Really, Borden? And just how did you get all that authority?”

	“Oh, at a special town council meeting to deal with some film-related matters. I think you were in Toronto that day at some mayors’ conference. The council agreed they didn’t want to hold a meeting every time something came up, so they gave me full signing authority on all film matters.”

	“Let me guess. Five to one?” I didn’t dare glance at Eric.

	Skylark gave me a sweet smile. “Oh, Julie, don’t be angry. Can’t you see this is a win-win for everyone? Even with our teensy little changes, it’s going to be wonderfully advantageous for November Falls. Imagine the increased tourist flow.”

	“Hardly. As you pointed out, Ms. Temple, you’re convinced that your audiences just want to relate to American stories, American lives. That they can’t see beyond their own borders.”

	“But think of the publicity we’ll bring to Jack Mackenzie too. We’re going to make him into a famous artist. Imagine what that will do for his reputation. The sales of his paintings. Americans will adore them.”

	“Oh yeah?” Eric overcame his stroke symptoms. “Well, for your information, Jack Mackenzie already is a famous artist, and his paintings command huge prices at auction. He doesn’t need some cheesy little movie like yours to throw new light on him.”

	“Oh? Really?”

	“And frankly, the art-buyers of Canada don’t need to bid against foreign billionaires for our own paintings. The last thing we need is another Hollywood personality hyping another Canadian artist.”

	“Although the way you’ve disguised his legend,” I said, “your audience won’t know him from Norman Rockwell.”

	A veil of hostility crept over the director. She straightened her shoulders.

	“Well. Let me point out we still plan to feature the statue in the movie. It’s an excellent symbol and will add significantly to the romance of the story. It will be our logo.”

	Before I could retort, or Eric could explode, she added, “That’s
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